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(57) A system 100 and method for interconnecting 
a remote computer 102 and a computer service provider 
104 via a telephonic switch 122 is provided. The tele- 
phonic switch 122 connects the remote computer 102 
to the computer service provider 104 based on informa- 
tion received from the remote computer 102. An adult 
material circuit 126 in the telephonic switch 122 detects 
a request from the remote computer 102 to prohibit ac- 
cess to adult material available on the computer service 
provider 1 04. The request may be contained in automat- 
ic number identification information or dialed number 
identification service information. The telephonic switch 
122 further comprises a caller prompting circuit 132 
which prompts the remote computer 1 02 for instructions 
regarding whether to deny access to adult material. An 



advertising circuit 136 in the telephonic switch 122 
stores advertisements, selects one of the advertise- 
ments based on the information received from the re- 
mote computer 1 02 and displays the selected advertise- 
ments on the remote computer 102. The telephonic 
switch 1 22 further comprises an audio circuit 1 40 for es- 
tablishing voice communications between a subscriber 
associated with the remote computer 102 and an agent 
telephonic unit 142 associated with the telephonic 
switch 122. While voice communications are estab- 
lished between the subscriber and the agent telephonic 
unit 142, a data link circuit 141 maintains a data con- 
nection between the telephonic switch 1 22 and the com- 
puter service provider 104 such that data communica- 
tions are substantially automatically reestablished upon 
completion of the voice communications. 
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Description 

The present invention relates generally to on-line 
computer service providers and, more particularly, to a 
system and method for selectively connecting remote s 
computers to on-line computer service providers 
through a telephonic switch. 

On-line computer service providers, such as Amen- 
ca On-Line, Prodigy and the like, have grown at prolific 
rates. The computer service providers are experiencing 10 
difficulty in handling this increasing membership, (n par- 
ticular, the computer servers and the other computer de- 
vices used to access the services are frequently being 
overloaded. As a result, some subscribers may be un- 
able to gain access to a service or when access is ob- is 
tained, may experience slow responses. 

Prior computer service providers use a plurality of 
computer servers to connect subscribers to a service. 
The computer servers are interconnected by wide area 
networks (WANs). When a subscriber attempts to ac- 20 
cess a service, a modem in the subscriber's computer 
dials a designated telephone number which is transmit- 
ted over a telephone system. As is well known, the tel- 
ephone system is comprised of a number of intercon- 
nected central offices (CO) which route calls. From a 25 
central office, the call is routed to a terminal server. Typ- 
ically, the terminal server receives signals over 60-120 
analog lines from a CO. From the terminal server, the 
call, is transmitted to one of the computer servers. The 
call may be then transferred between one or more com- 30 
puter servers over the WAN. 

Unfortunately, the capabilities of these prior sys- 
tems are limited. If all of the analog lines from one of the 
COs are in use, for example, the subscriber receives a 
busy signal even though one or more computer servers 35 
may be capable of handling the call. Further, any one or 
more of the terminal servers or the computer servers 
may be overloaded resulting in sluggish responses. 

A significant concern for parents is the access of 
children to adult materials available from the computer 40 
services. To remedy these concerns, computer service 
providers attempt to screen adult materials from subsc- 
nbers who request such screening. Unfortunately, prior 
system designs are not readily adapted to provide such 
screening. Typically, one or more of the computer serv- 45 
ers includes a "firewall" for blocking adult material. To 
be connected to a computer server having a firewall, a 
subscriber may need to be transferred between one or 
more computer servers over the WAN. This is a very 
inefficient use of resources since some of the computer 50 
servers are being used only to transfer the subscriber. 

Prior systems are further not conducive to purchas- 
ing goods advertised by a computer service provider. 
After viewing an advertisement, a subscriber usually 
must disconnect their computer from the telephone net- 55 
work and call the advertising company over the tele- 
phone to purchase products. This is especially true 
since computer users are reluctant to transmit credit 
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card numbers over a computer network due to security 
concerns. Consequently, subscribers must make an ad- 
ditional telephone call before purchasing products and, 
in the process, loose their data connection to the com- 
puter service provider. 

Accordingly, there is a need in the art for a system 
and method for connecting a remote computer to a com- 
puter service provider wherein a telephonic switch se- 
lectively connects the remote computer to a computer 
server associated with the desired computer service 
provider and wherein the telephonic switch establishes 
voice communications between a subscriber of the com- 
puter service provider and an agent telephonic unit while 
maintaining a data connection with the computer service 
provider. 

This need is met by a system and method in accord- 
ance with the present invention wherein a telephonic 
switch, such as an automatic call distnbutor, selectively 
connects remote computers to com puter serv ice provid- 
ers. The telephonic switch advantageously provides in- 
telligent routing of calls from the remote computers to 
the computer service providers. By intelligently routing 
the calls, the telephonic switch can decrease the likeli- 
hood that a subscriber will experience a busy signal or 
receive sluggish responses from the computer service 
provider. By using the telephonic switch to intelligently 
connect to the computer service provider restricting the 
availability of adult materials on the provider is more 
readily accomplished. 

In accordance with one aspect of the present inven- 
tion, a system comprises a remote computer and a com- 
puter service provider for providing computer services. 
A subscriber accesses the computer service provider 
via the remote computer. The subscriber enters the ap- 
propriate commands in the remote computer requesting 
to connect to the computer service provider. In re- 
sponse, the remote computer transmits information to a 
telephonic switch which selectively connects the remote 
computer to the computer service provider based on the 
information. 

The information received from the remote computer 
relates to the routing of the connection between the re- 
mote computer and the computer service provider. For 
example, the information may contain automatic 
number identification information or dialed number iden- 
tification system information. A prompting circuit in the 
telephonic switch may prompt the subscriber for infor- 
mation. Using this information, the telephonic switch 
connects the remote computer to the computer service 
provider. 

The subscriber may want to restrict access to adult 
materials available on the computer service provider. A 
request for restricted access to adult materials is trans- 
mitted from the remote computer to the telephonic 
switch. An adult material circuit in the telephonic switch 
detects the request to prohibit access to adult material 
from the remote computer Thereafter, the telephonic 
switch connects the remote computer to the computer 
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service provider based on the request. The request may 
be a particular ANI or DNIS number received from the 
remote computer. For example, the telephonic switch 
may store a plurality of ANI and/or DNIS numbers which 
desire restricted access to adult materials. The sub- 
scriber may also input instructions to restrict access or 
be prompted for such instructions. A caller prompting 
circuit prompts instructions from the remote computer 
whether to prohibit access to adult material. 

A reporting system generates reports related to 
connection of the remote computer to the computer 
service provider. By analyzing these reports, the com- 
puter service provider can allocated resources among 
different areas based on frequency of use, times of use 
and the like. An advertising circuit associated with the 
telephonic switch stores at least one advertisement and 
selects one or more of the at least one advertisement. 
The advertising circuit then displays the selected one of 
the at least one advertisement to the remote computer 
based on the information received from the remote com- 
puter. As is well known, the advertisements may be au- 
dio, video or a combination of both. 

The system further permits the subscriber to main- 
tain a data connection with the computer service provid- 
er while establishing voice communications with an 
agent associated with the telephonic switch. An audio 
circuit associated with the telephonic switch establishes 
voice communications between the agent and the re- 
mote computer. A data link circuit maintains the data 
connection between the telephonic switch and the com- 
puter service provider while voice communications are 
established between the telephonic unit and the agent. 

To talk to the agent through the telephonic switch, 
the subscriber picks up a telephone, or telephonic unit. 
If the remote computer has the capability of receiving 
and transmitting voice signals, the telephonic switch 
would then connect the remote computer to the agent. 
In either method, the telephonic switch could maintain 
the data connection with the computer service provider. 

In accordance with another aspect of the present 
invention, a method for interconnecting a remote com- 
puter and a computer service provider is provided. The 
method comprises the steps of detecting by a telephonic 
switch information received from the remote computer 
and connecting the remote computer to the computer 
service provider by the telephonic switch based on the 
information. The method may further comprise the step 
of determining from the information whether access to 
adult materials should be denied. With respect to access 
to adult materials, the method may comprise the steps 
of prompting the remote computer for instructions indi- 
cating whether access to adult materials should be de- 
nied and connecting the remote computer to the com- 
puter service provider based on the instructions. 

In accordance with yet another aspect of the 
present invention, a telephonic switch interconnects a 
subscriber associated with a remote computer and a 
computer service provider. The telephonic switch com- 



prises a detection circuit for detecting information re- 
ceived from the remote computer requesting connection 
to the computer service provider. A routing circuit con- 
nects the remote computer to the computer service pro- 
5 vtder based on the information. The detection circuit 
may comprise an adult material circuit for detecting a 
request to prohibit access to adult material from the re- 
mote computer. The routing circuit then connects the re- 
mote computer to the computer service provider based 
on the request. 

These and other features and advantages of the 
present invention will become apparent from the follow- 
ing detailed description, the accompanying drawings 
and the appended claims. 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a system in accordance 
with the present invention which uses a telephonic 
switch to intelligently interconnect a remote computer 
and a computer service provider. 

There now follows a detailed description of a pre- 
ferred embodiment of the invention. 

A system 1 00 is shown in Fig. 1 for interconnecting 
a remote computer 102 and a computer service provider 
104. The computer service provider 104 is shown for 
exemplary purposes as being implemented by a net- 
work of terminal servers 106, 108 and 110 and computer 
servers 112, 114 and 116. The computer servers 112, 
1 1 4 and 1 1 6 are interconnected via a wide area network 
(WAN), represented by lines 1 1 8 and 1 20. The computer 
server 114 includes a firewall 114a for restricting access 
to adult materials. A telephonic switch 122, such as an 
automatic call distributor, routes signals from a tele- 
phone network central office (CO) 1 24 to the computer 
service provider 104. The CO 124 represents a tele- 
phone switching network which may contain one or 
more COs and other switching devices for routing tele- 
phone calls to the telephonic switch 122. Although not 
shown, a telephone network, or CO, may be interposed 
between the telephonic switch 122 and the computer 
service provider 104 in a well known manner. It should 
be further understood that the illustrated configuration 
of the computer service provider 104 is exemplary and 
different configurations may be advantageously em- 
ployed in the invention. For example, the computer serv- 
ice provider 104 may be differently configured, such as 
comprising only computer servers 112, 114 and 116. 

During operation, the telephonic switch 122 re- 
ceives signals, or a signal, from the remote computer 
1 02 requesting access to the computer service provider 
1 04. The signals typically comprises at least a telephone 
number associated with the telephonic switch 122 and/ 
or the computer service provider 104. As will be dis- 
cussed more fully below, additional information may al- 
so be contained in the signals. The telephonic switch 
122 processes the information contained in the signals 
and, based on the information, connects the remote 
computer 102 to the computer service provider 104. 

The telephonic switch 122 typically comprises a 
central processing unit, a memory and a multiport 
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switch. Exemplary switches which may be advanta- 
geously implemented in the present invention are dis- 
closed in U.S. Patent No. 5,42,348, entitled "Automatic 
Call Distribution System with Emergency Conferencing 
and Method" issued on September 1 9, 1 995 to Adams 5 
et al. and U.S. Patent No. 5,384,841 , entitled "Automatic 
Call Distribution Network with Call Overload System and 
Method" issued on January 24, 1995 to Adams et al., 
the disclosures of which are hereby incorporated by ref- 
erence. As is well known, software -based routing vec- 
tors are stored in the memory and are executed by the 
central processing unit. The multiport switch routes in- 
coming calls based on the routing vectors. By appropri- 
ately programming the routing vectors, the telephonic 
switch 122 can route calls to efficiently utilize the re- 
sources of the computer server provider 104. Typically, 
such routing vectors route calls to agents, or agent 
groups, having particular skills. In the present invention, 
the computer service provider 104, and more particular- 
ly, the computer servers 112, 114 and 116 are consid- 
ered agents for routing purposes. Since the structure 
and philosophy of the routing vectors are heavily de- 
pendent upon the exact configurations of the telephonic 
switch 122 and the computer service provider 104 and 
can be readily developed by those skilled in the art for 
a particular application, exact details of such routing 
vectors will not be further disclosed herein. Those de- 
siring additional information regarding routing vectors 
are referred to U.S. Patent No. 5,335,269, entitled 'Two 
Dimensional Routing Apparatus in an Automatic Call Di- 
rector-Type System" issued to Steinlicht on August 2, 
1994 which is incorporated herein by reference. 

In the present invention, the telephonic switch 122 
comprises an adult material circuit 126 for detecting a 
request to prohibit access to adult material from the re- 
mote computer 102. Frequently, parents wish to prohibit 
their children from having access to adult materials. The 
request from the remote computer 102 to restrict access 
to adult materials may be performed in a number of man- 
ners. 

The request may comprise automatic number iden- 
tification (ANI) information that is detected by an ANI 
circuit 128 included in the adult material circuit 126. 
When one or more designated ANI numbers are detect- 
ed, the telephonic switch 1 22 routes the call to the com- 
puter server 114 containing the firewall 11 4a via the ter- 
minal server 108. The telephonic switch 122 comprises 
a dialed number identification service (DNIS) circuit 1 30 
for detecting the request contained in DNIS information. 

Alternatively, the telephonic switch 1 22 may prompt 
the caller for additional information or instructions. A 
caller prompting circuit 132 in the telephonic switch 122 
prompts instructions from the remote computer 102. For 
example, the caller prompting circuit 132 may inquire 
whether the subscriber wishes to prohibit access to 
adult materials. The adult material circuit 126 then 
blocks access to adult material based on the instructions 
from the subscriber. The caller prompting circuit 132 



may be comprised of a voice response unit (VRU) or 
other known device for providing voice communications 
with a caller. 

The telephonic switch 122 may include a reporting 
system 1 34 for generating reports related to connection 
of the remote computer 1 02 to the computer service pro- 
vider 104. As those skilled in the art will readily compre- 
hend, the reporting system 134 may comprise any 
number of information gathering and displaying devices, 
such as dedicated terminals or printers. Computer serv- 
ice providers may advantageously use these reports to 
more efficiently utilize their resources. Based on these 
reports, a computer service provider may decide that an 
additional computer server having a firewall may be 
needed because of increased requests for blocking 
adult materials. 

The telephonic switch 1 22 further comprises an ad- 
vertising circuit 1 36 for presenting advertisements to 
subscribers as they are being connected to computer 
services. The advertising circuit 1 36 stores one or more 
advertisements. The advertisement, or advertisements, 
played for any particular subscriber is selected based 
on the service the subscriber is accessing. As noted 
above, the service which the subscriber is accessing 
may be identified by any of a number of methods : like 
ANI information or prompting the caller for information. 
After selecting one or more advertisements, the adver- 
tising circuit 1 36 then plays the selected advertisements 
to the remote computer 102. 

A method for interconnecting the remote computer 
102 and the computer service provider 104 is also pro- 
vided in the invention. The telephonic switch 1 22 detects 
the signals requesting connection to the computer serv- 
ice provider 104. The information contained in the sig- 
nals is detected by the telephonic switch 122. Based on 
the information, the telephonic switch 122 connects the 
remote computer 102 to the computer service provider 
104. The information may be included in ANI information 
or DNIS information. 

In accordance with another aspect of the present 
invention, the telephonic switch 122 interconnects the 
remote computer 1 02 and the computer service provider 
104. The telephonic switch 122 comprises a detection 
circuit for detecting signals from the remote computer 
102 requesting connection to the computer service pro- 
vider 104 and a routing circuit 138 for connecting the 
remote computer 102 to the computer service provider 
104 based on the signals. The detection circuit may 
comprise the adult material circuit 126 for detecting a 
request to prohibit access to adult material from the re- 
mote computer 102. 

Additionally, a subscriber who is connected to the 
computer service provider 104 may establish a voice 
connection with an agent via an audio circuit 1 40 in the 
telephonic switch 122 without losing the data connec- 
tion, or data link, to the computer service provider 104. 
For example, a subscriber may want to order a product 
advertised by the computer service provider 104. How- 
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terial from the remote computer, and wherein 

the telephonic switch connects the remote 
computer to the computer service provider based 
on the request. 

5 

3. The system as recited in claim 2 wherein the adult 
material circuit comprises 

an automatic number identification circuit for 
detecting the request contained in automatic 
o number identification information. 

4. The system as recited in claim 2 wherein the adult 
material circuit comprises 

a dialled number identification service circuit 
5 for detecting the request contained in dialled 
number identification service information. 

5. The system as recited in any preceding claim 
wherein the telephonic switch comprises 

*0 

a caller prompting circuit for prompting instruc- 
tions from the remote computer whether to de- 
ny access to adult material; and 
an adult material circuit for blocking access to 
■5 adult material based on the instructions. 

6. The system as recited in any preceding claim 
wherein the telephonic switch comprises 

a reporting system for generating reports re- 
'0 lated to connection of the remote computer to the 
computer service provider. 

7. The system as recited in any preceding claim 
wherein the telephonic switch comprises 

'5 an advertising circuit for storing at least one 

advertisement, for selecting one of the at least one 
advertisement and for displaying the selected one 
of the at least one advertisement to the remote com- 
puter based on the information. 

to 

8. The system as recited in any preceding claim 
wherein the computer service provider comprises: 
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ever, the subscriber wishes to give a credit card number 
to an agent at an agent telephonic unit 142 over an ex- 
ternal telephonic unit 144. In such a case, a data link 
circuit 141 maintains a data connection with the compu- 
ter service provider 104 while the audio circuit 140 es- 
tablishes audio communications with the agent 142. As 
is known, the data link circuit 1 41 may maintain the data 
connection by any of a number of methods, such as pe- 
riodically sending signals to the computer service pro- 
vider 104. 

The subscriber can then use the external telephonic 
unit 144 to talk to the agent telephonic unit 142. After 
hanging up the external telephonic unit 144 : the tele- 
phonic switch 1 22 then reconnects the remote computer 
102 to the computer service provider 104. As those 
skilled in the art will readily comprehend, the telephonic 
switch 1 22 does not have to maintain the data connec- 
tion while the subscriber is talking to the agent telephon- 
ic unit 142. The telephonic switch 122 may disconnect 
the data connection while the agent telephonic unit 142 
and subscriber are talking and then reestablish the data 
connection when the subscriber stops talking to the 
agent. 

If the remote computer 102 has the capability of re- 
ceiving video/voice communications over a data link, the 
telephonic switch 122 could then establish a data link 
with the agent telephonic unit 1 42. Voice and video com- 
munications would then be sent over the data link from 
the agent telephonic unit 142 to the remote computer 
102 via the telephonic switch 122. Once again, the tel- 
ephonic switch 122 may, or may not, maintain the data 
fink with the computer service provider 104 while the 
subscriber and the agent communicate. 

Having thus described the invention in detail by way 
of reference to preferred embodiments thereof, it will be 
apparent that other modifications and variations are 
possible without departing from the scope of the inven- 
tion defined in the appended claims. Therefore, the spirit 
and scope of the appended claims should not be limited 
to the description of the preferred versions contained 
herein. 



Claims 

1. A system comprising: 

a remote computer; 
a computer service provider for providing com- 
puter services; and 

a telephonic switch for receiving information 
from the remote computer and for connecting 
the remote computer to the computer service 
provider based on the information. 

2. The system as recited in claim 1 wherein the tele- 
phone switch comprises an adult material circuit for 
detecting a request to prohibit access to adult ma- 



a plurality of computer servers for providing the 
computer services to the remote computer: and 
a plurality of terminal servers for interconnect- 
ing the telephonic switch and the computer 
servers. 

50 9. The system as recited in any preceding claim com- 
prising 

an agent telephonic unit for receiving voice 
communications from the telephonic switch, 
55 and 

wherein the telephonic switch comprises 
an audio circuit for establishing voice commu- 
nications between the agent telephonic unit 
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indicating whether access to adult materials 
should be denied; and 

connecting the remote computer to the compu- 
ter service provider based on the instructions. 

5 

18. The method as recited in any of claims 13 to 17 
comprising the step of: 

generating reports related to connection of 
the remote computer to the computer service pro- 
10 vider by the telephonic switch. 

19. The method as recited in any of claims 13 to 18 
comprising the steps of; 

75 storing a plurality of advertisements; 

selecting one of the plurality of advertisements 
based on the information received from the re- 
mote computer; and 

sending the selected one of the plurality of ad- 
20 vertisements to the remote computer. 

20. A telephonic switch for interconnecting a subscriber 
associated with a remote computer and a computer 
service provider comprising: 

25 

a detection circuit for detecting information re- 
ceived from the remote computer requesting 
connection to the computer service provider; 
and 

30 a routing circuit for connecting the remote com- 

puter to the computer service provider based 
on the information. 

21 . The telephonic switch as recited in claim 20 wherein 
35 the detection circuit comprises 

an adult material circuit for detecting a request 
to prohibit access to adult material from the re- 
mote computer, and wherein 
40 the routing circuit connects the remote compu- 

ter to the computer service provider based on 
the request. 

22. The telephonic switch as recited in claim 20 or claim 
45 21 comprising 

a reporting system for generating reports re- 
lated to connection of the remote computer to the 
computer service provider. 



and the remote computer. 

10. The system as recited in any of claims 1 to 8 com- 
prising an agent telephonic unit to receive voice 
communications from the telephonic switch, and 

wherein the remote computer is associated 
with a subscriber, and 
wherein the telephonic switch comprises 
an audio circuit for establishing voice commu- 
nications between the subscriber and the agent 
telephonic unit. 

11. The system as recited in claim 10 comprising 

a telephonic unit associated with the subscrib- 
er, and wherein 

the audio circuit establishes voice communica- 
tions between the telephonic unit and the agent 
telephonic unit. 

12. The system as recited in claim 11 wherein the tele- 
phonic switch comprises 

a data link circuit for maintaining a data con- 
nection between the telephonic switch and the com- 
puter service provider while voice communications 
are established between the telephonic unit and the 
agent telephonic unit. 

13. A method for interconnecting a remote computer 
and a computer service provider comprising the 
steps of: 

detecting by a telephonic switch information re- 
ceived from the remote computer, and 
connecting the remote computer to the compu- 
ter service provider by the telephonic switch 
based on the information. 

14. The method as recited in claim 1 3 wherein the step 
of detecting by the telephonic switch information 
comprises the step of detecting automatic number 
identification information. 

15. The method as recited in claim 1 3 wherein the step 
of detecting by a telephonic switch information 
compnses the step of detecting dialed number iden- 
tification service information. 

16. The method as recited in claim 13, 14 or 15 com- 
prising the step of: 

determining from the information whether ac- 
cess to adult materials should be denied. 

17. The method as recited in any of claims 13 to 16 
comprising the step of: 

prompting the remote computer for instructions 



50 23. The telephonic switch as recited in claim 20, 21 or 

22 comprising 

an advertisement circuit for storing at least 

one advertisement, for selecting one of the at least 

one advertisement based on the information re- 
55 ceived from the remote computer and for displaying 

the selected one of the at least one advertisement 

to the remote computer. 
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24. The telephonic switch as recited in any of claims 20 
to 23 comprises: 

an audio circuit for establishing voice commu- 
nications between the subscriber and an agent tel- 
ephonic unit associated with the telephonic switch. 5 

25. The telephonic switch as recited in claim 24 com- 
prising: 

a data link circuit for maintaining a data link 
with the computer service provider while voice com- io 
munications are established between the subscrib- 
er and the agent telephonic unit. 
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(57) A system 100 and method for interconnecting 
a remote computer 1 02 and a computer service provider 
104 via a telephonic switch 122 is provided. The tele- 
phonic switch 122 connects the remote computer 102 
to the computer service provider 104 based on informa- 
tion received from the remote computer 102. An adutt 
material circuit 126 in the telephonic switch 122 detects 
a request from the remote computer 102 to prohibit ac- 
cess to adult material available on the computer service 
provider 1 04. The request may be contained in automat- 
ic number identification information or dialed number 
identification service information. The telephonic switch 
122 further comprises a caller prompting circuit 132 
which prompts the remote computer 102 for instructions 
regarding whether to deny access to adult material. An 
advertising circuit 136 in the telephonic switch 122 
stores advertisements, selects one of the advertise- 
ments based on the information received from the re- 
mote computer 1 02 and displays the selected advertise- 
ments on the remote computer 102. The telephonic 
switch 1 22 further comprises an audio circuit 1 40 for es- 
tablishing voice communications between a subscriber 
associated with the remote computer 102 and an agent 
telephonic unit 142 associated with the telephonic 
switch 122. While voice communications are estab- 
lished between the subscriber and the agent telephonic 
unit 142, a data link circuit 141 maintains a data con- 
nection between the telephonic switch 1 22 and the com- 



puter service provider 104 such that data communica- 
tions are substantially automatically reestablished upon 
completion of the voice communications. 
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